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Reviewed by Melvin 1. Thorne

The Role of Amateurs in
Book of Mormon Studies
These two slim paperback books e mbody many of the
strengths and weaknesses of books written about the scriptures by

amateurs. The strengths are primarily the enthusiasm, personal
insights. and personal witnesses of the authors, which make both
books worthwhile read ing for cerlain audi ences. The weaknesses,
however, limit the usefulness of the books for mOSI readers, as will
be di sc ussed be low.
But first, a summary of these books. Book of Mormon Insights
prov ides a page or two of William N. Partridge's ideas abo ut e ac h
chapte r of the Book of Mormon. Partridge explains in his preface
that thi s book stems from his attempt to follow Preside nt Be nson's
e ncouragement to make the study of the Book of Mormon a lifetime pursuit a nd his des ire to share with others the in sights he has
gained over the last fe w years of this study, in the hopes that his
insights will stimulate reade rs to rind their own . He wants to he lp
readers understand that there are many lessons in each ch apter of
the Book of Mormon that can benefit our li ves.
Partridge usuall y begi ns his discuss io n of the individual
c hapters in the Book of Mormon by summari zin g what he sees as
the most important events in th at chapter. He the n typically commen ts on the signifi cance of these e vents and concludes by trying
to help readers appl y the insights to their own lives. For example,
fo r Alma 14 (di scussed on page 124) Partridge mentions the
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pleadings of Zeezrom on behalf of Alma and Amulek and summarizes the ordeal of Alma and Amulek as they watched thei r
converts burned. After quoting Alma's statement that the Lord
suffers suc h actions so that his judgments on the wicked will be

just, Partridge urges his readers to "try to consider what type of
judgment a wrathful God will impose upon such sinners."
Partridge then points ou l that wh ile Amulek worried that he
and Alma mi ght also be burned. Al ma knew they would be pro -

tected. from which he concludes that Alma was spiri tually more
mature than Amulek, who "was still grow ing in spirit " Partridge
then ends this discussion of Alma 14 by try ing to get the reader to
envision what this experience must have been like; he asks readers
to try to put themselves in Alma's posi tion by imagining themselves in si milar c ircu mstances, and he asks the readers questions
such as "How would you feel to observe wicked men round up
your converts who had been baptized and burn them?" If you
have never tried to read the scriptures in thi s way-if you have
never paused to wonder why the individuals in the scriptures d o
the things they do or to consider how you might act o r react in
similar situations-you may find Partridge's insights both instructi ve and insp irational.
The Bible arid the Book of Mormorl. by John E. Enslen. is in tended to help readers see connecting link s between the Bible and
the Book of Mormon, as the subt itle indicates. It seems to have
been written primarily fo r a non-LDS aud ience and perhaps for
members of the LDS Church who arc troubled by anti-Mormon
attacks on the Book o f Mormon (in contrast to Book of MormOrl
Ill sights. which seems primarily aimed at members of the LOS
Church). The firs t two-thirds of the book reprints twenty-six
newspaper articles written by Enslen, o ri gi nally published in the
Werumpkn Herald (in Wetumpka, Alabama); nine of those twentysix articles deal with chapter 29 rrom Isaiah and its con nections
with the Book or Mormon. The last third or the book consists
mostly of Ens len's responses to letters to the editor that were
wrilte n about Ensle n's articles.
Enslen's ulti mate purpose appeurs to be to persuade readers
that the Book or Mormon is worth readi ng, so that they wi ll not
dismiss the book wit hout a fair hearing. He wants 10 show that the
Bible supports some of what the Book of Mormon says and to
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create an interest in reading the Book of Mormon. If you are
look ing fo r an e nthusiastic personal testimony of the authenticity
of the Book of Mormon, backed by some fa irly simple evidences
of its antiquity and its connections to the Bible, you may find Enslen's book useful.
Unfortunately, both books are much less valuable than they
could have been. They are weakened by charac teri st ics that seem
to be common in works by amateurs. For one thing, bot h books
are written as if in an intellectual vacuum-a vacuum of knowledge about what has been written by olhers. Both books could
have been much stronger if their authors had drawn on the large
body of research that has been published on the topics they ad dress. Furthermore, neither book is well balanced in its treatment
of evidence; very speculati ve ideas are given the same weig ht as
concepts that have been quite well documented by other people, as
if both kind s of "evidence" (and many levels in between) were
equally valuable and persuasive.
What is the place of amateurs in the field of Book of Mormon
studies? While this subject deserves more systematic treatment than
can be given in a review like this, may I conclude with a few suggestions based on my experience as an editor in this field, in the
hopes that they may sti mulate a more complete consideration of
this topic by others in a more appropriate venue.
The case of one very si ncere student of the scriptures seems
particularly instructi ve. He is a medical professional. He has devoted considerab le time and energy to a study of a certai n aspect
of Book of Mormon stud ies and has published books on the subject. He and I have had several discussions about his books. When
the FARMS Review of Books published a review critic izi ng one of
his books for the same kind of weaknesses I have poin ted out in
this review, he came to me to di scuss the criticisms made by the
reviewer. We talked about the need to understand the body of
knowledge in the area of hi s interest and how it applies to his
ideas, to evaluate arguments and ev idence (his own and those of
others), to make his own assumptions clear, to reason logically ,
and so on. He asked how he cou ld obtain the knowledge and tools
that the reviewer criticized him for not using . When I suggested
that he take a port ion of the large amounts of time and ene rgy he
was currently spending on his stud ies and invest them in pursuing
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a good graduate degree from a reputable university, he didn't see
the point.
He seemed to want to acquire, quickly and easily. the knowledge and ski lls thai others have invested years in obta ining a nd
maintaining. He wanted the fruits of Ihal training, bUI he didn'l
want to sacrifice for it. Yet as a medical professional he certainly
would not expect alhers to succeed in his profession without the
proper training. The same is true in many fields of human endeavor; we don't expect people to succeed (and in some cases we
don't even let them try) unless (hey are qualified by training and
experience. So why should anyone expect things to be entirely
different in the field of scriptu re scholarship?
Perhaps the answer lies in the fact that the most important and
most valuable type of scriptu re study-obtain ing a personal witness of the truthfulness of the scriptures and an understanding of
how to live one's life in accordance with the teachings of the
scriptures-requi res no scholarly training. Perhaps because no
training is needed for that type of scripture study , some assume
none is needed for any type of scripture study.
But scripture scholarship is another matter. While the most
important questions about the scriptures-are they true and what
do they mean to me?---can be answered without any special
training, there are some questions that can best or only be answered by applying the knowledge and skills developed by academic training: such as questions about contex t, both cultural and
physical; or questions about forms, whether literary or soc ial , political or legal; and questions about what things like context and
forms may tell us about meaning. It is questions like these that are
the focus of what I mean by scripture scholarship.
Amateurs who try to address these kinds of questions (l ike Enslen and Partridge) without obtaining and emp loyi ng the knowledge and ski ll s of sc holarship are at a distinct disadvantage. They
pub lish books (frequent ly self-published, like both Enslen's and
Partridge's books) and expect them to receive the same se ri ous
attention as books published by scholars who have prepared themselves to address such questions effect ively. While forma l academic training is not the only way to acquire the knowledge and
skills of scho larship, it is the best way I know, and I know of few
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people who have acquired them in any other way to the level of
doing effective scholarship on these kinds of questions.
Some people whose scholarship J admire remind us that professional scholars cannot be relied upon without question and that
inspired amateurs have made indispensable contributions to scholarship. Hugh W. Nibley has been particularly tough on professionals who hide behind their credentials. although he has no reservat ions about those who trul y deserve their credentials. I Much
more recently, John W. Welch has offered excellent guidelines to
indi viduals who wish to become more serious about their studies
of the scriptures. 2 He is more optimistic than I that an amateur
(novice is the term he uses) can "move toward becoming a gospel-scholar" without formal training. although he too warns
against thinking that such a goal can be obtai ned easily: "If anyone is looking for a quick fix in becoming a gospel-scholar, think
again. How does one become a great mu sician? How does one
become a scratch golfer? Doing anything well in life requires lots
of love, work, dedication, and consistent attention to the task ."3
Are there great musicians and scratch golfers who have not benefited from training from those already accomplished in the field?
There are clearly many well-trained but mediocre musicians and
golfers, but very few who are really accomplished in those fields
who have not taken great pains to learn from masters, mentors,
and even peers. I think that the analogy hold s for accomplished
scripture scholars; it certainly does for these two very productive
scholars who inspire amateurs to stretch themselves toward becoming scholars-they themselves took advantage of the
See Hugh W. Nibley, '"'The Day of the Amateur," New Era (January
197 1): 42-44; reprinted in BrOlhu Brigham Challenges Ihe Sainls (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book and FARMS. 1994).301-5.
2 See John W. Welch, 'Toward Becoming a Gospel-Scholar." This People 19/3 ( 1998): 42-56. Allhough Welch discusses becoming a gospel-scholar.
[ don'l think he is talking about the same level of scholarship that I am addressing here. He does, however, offer very helpful ideas to those he describes as novice gospel-scholars, and he includes a discussion of the spirituat dimension that I
have not addressed, since the books I am reviewing (and other books like them)
are not lacking in spiritual understanding but in the scholarly component that I
believe mUSt accompany the spiritual for the pursuit of the kinds of questions I
have mentioned.
3 Ibid" 56, 44.
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opportuni ties presented to them to receive formal acade mi c
trai ning and devoted great effort 10 making the most of that
train ing. and they have used it to g reat effect in combi nation with
the ir spiritual understanding.
Sometimes lucky or persisten t amateurs make signi ficant contributions to scripture scho larship. Somet imes they have uni que
access to importam materials or places; occasionally they achieve
new insights because they are free of the received opin ions that at

times bli nd even well -trained scholars to new ways of looki ng
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Ihings.4 But even these contributions usually need the careful
scrutiny and co mparat ive analysis of scho lars before thei r va lue
can be relied upon or deve loped furt her.
A good case in point is the work that Warren Aston has do ne
in the Arab ian Peni nsul a in search of Nephi's Boun tiful. His career in the travel and airline industries in Australia has faci litated
his travel to Arabia and has g iven him contacts that have he lped
him gai n entry to Yemen and especiall y Oman at times when such
e ntry was d iffic ult . His persistence in examini ng likely cand idate
areas has been matched by his care to learn what olhers have done
on the subject (for example, he contacted FARMS to learn what
had been published on the subject before begi nning any personal
explorat ions and he has kept FARMS apprised of his progress so
that others who might be interested in doing research on the subject could learn what he had so far d iscovered ). And when he
thought that he had identified the best candidate, he asked
FARMS to help him enlist professional scho lars who could veri fy
and extend his work. S
Such amateur successes are rare in scriptural scho larship.
Scripture scho larshi p is less important than personal study of the
scriptures, but if it is going 10 be done, it shou ld be done r ight.
And so fa r, experience shows that it is done best by indiv iduals
who have acqu ired scholarly too ls and know ledge th rough professiona l trai ning and experie nce .
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